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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 
Nonprofit organizations build their relationships with individual donors on shared values, 
trust, and mutual benefits. Donor relations are the tools used to cultivate these relationships and 
move donors to major donor status. Major donors are essential because they provide the 
organization with its most enthusiastic and loyal support.  This research specifically explores how 
large producing theaters in Philadelphia use donor relations to form long-term, committed 
relationships with their donors. Producing theaters in Philadelphia are successfully fostering these 
relationships by deliberately crafting opportunities for their donors to engage with their mission 
and become more deeply involved in the art. They utilize their artists and leadership staff to form 
personal connections with their donors. Their communications with donors are transparent about 
the impact of their giving on the art. Producing theaters in Philadelphia are focused on donor 
engagement and are developing long-term, committed major donors. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
Individual fundraising is a business of relationships for nonprofit organizations. Once 
someone becomes a donor, the goal is to deepen their engagement with the organization – to 
move them from repeat donor, to increased donor, to major donor. Major donors not only give 
loyally and generously, but they are engaged ambassadors for the organization. The hope is that 
the commitment of major donors is one of longevity and consistency, as this group often provides 
the organization with a primary source of income and its most enthusiastic support. Cultivating 
personal connections between the organization and the donor is an essential piece of any 
organization’s individual giving plan.  Donor relations is the strategy used to form and build these 
relationships. 
 Producing theater organizations have unique opportunities to engage with their donors. 
This type of theater creates or produces all the elements of its own productions, selects the 
performers and artists involved, and rehearses and performs the productions in its own theater 
space. Therefore, they have the ability to offer their donors exclusive access to their mission and 
involve them in the artistic process. Furthermore, they have the opportunity to form personal 
connections with their donors, who make up a portion of their audience. Producing theaters are 
constantly looking for ways to create deeper connections between their donors and their mission. 
              It is challenging to find scholarly research that indicates whether producing theaters use 
these opportunities and how they incorporate them into their donor relations plans. Are they 
successfully building individual relationships between the donor and the organization’s mission? 
Do they take the opportunity to involve their donors with the work? What tools and methods do 
they use to do so? There is a need to discover the successes and challenges of donor relations in 
producing theaters because of the engagement opportunities they have the capacity to offer. 
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Therefore, I chose to explore the question “How do large producing theaters in Philadelphia use 
donor relations to form long-term committed relationships with their donors?” 
Establishing Donor Relationships 
One of the most important jobs of a fundraiser is to forge and cultivate a donor’s 
connection to their organization and form it into a trusting and lasting relationship. Establishing 
this relationship is based on several factors: shared values, trust, and mutual benefits (MacMillan, 
Money, Money and Downing 2003).  
A recent study on donor perspectives lists one of the top three donor motivations as 
“having a passion about the organization’s mission” (Blackbaud 2005, 7). The mission and values 
of an organization define its purpose for existing. The donor chooses to support the organization 
because they believe in its mission and want to see the organization succeed. This type of donor 
motivation is intrinsic - “when the individual receives benefits from the act of engaging in the 
behavior” (Johnson and Grimm 2010, 284). The donor simply “derives satisfaction from the 
knowledge that his or her donation has helped to support the organization” (Johnson and Grimm 
2010, 284). This effect on the donor is often referred to as a “warm glow” (Johnson and Ellis 
2011, 5). These shared values form the initial connection between the donor and the organization. 
A study entitled Heart of the Donor (Reid 2010) directly surveyed supporters about what 
made an organization their “favorite”. The top answer was trustworthiness. Donors want to know 
that their money is being used the way they intended, and they want to understand what impact 
their donation will make. “Trust is created when a nonprofit is perceived to have had an impact 
on the cause and by maintaining appropriate communications with the donor” (Sargeant, Ford, 
and West 2005, 162). Regular communication with the donor informs them that their support is 
needed and appreciated. “To sustain their interest and encourage their involvement, donors should 
be kept aware of new activities and programs, new appointments to the board, staff changes, and 
grants received” (Hopkins and Friedman 1997, 50). Regular communication provides the 
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organization with the opportunity to share impact stories or data reports regarding their financial 
efficiency. It allows the organization to be transparent and honest regarding the importance of 
donor support.  The goal of open communication is for donors to feel a sense of ownership of the 
organization and to encourage them to give more generously. 
 Some donors are driven by forms of extrinsic motivation, where “an individual engages 
in a behavior as a means of gaining rewards or benefits that are external to the behavior” 
(Johnson and Grimm 2010, 284). Many organizations have structured recognition programs, 
commonly known as membership programs, where donor benefits are assigned to ascending 
giving levels.  The strategy is to offer benefits that are more exclusive or desirable to the higher 
giving levels, so that the donor is encouraged to give a larger gift. “Used appropriately, such gifts 
create an obligation to reciprocate on the part of the [donor], by making further [donations], 
developing more favorable attitudes, or exhibiting greater loyalty to the [organization]” (Sargeant 
and Shang 2012, 158). These benefits are not only used to reward donors, but as an opportunity to 
deepen their engagement with the organization. Offering these benefits is mutually beneficial for 
the organization because they create a path that entices the donor towards major donor status. 
Effective organizations focus on the success of their mission and use honest and 
transparent communications to build trust with their donors. They offer their donors benefits that 
deepen their connection with the organization. Donor relations are the tools they use to achieve 
these successes.  
Utilizing Donor Relations 
 Organizations must have a concrete plan for motivating their donors towards a 
commitment to the organization. Donor relations is “the comprehensive effort of any nonprofit 
that seeks philanthropic support to ensure that donors experience high-quality interactions with 
the organization that foster long term engagement and investment” (Association of Donor 
Relations Professionals 2010, np). This concept was born from the need to foster donor 
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commitment with a methodical approach that can be monitored and tracked for success. Three 
tools are used most frequently and successfully in the donor relations process – 
acknowledgement, recognition and stewardship (Hedrick 2008).  
Acknowledgement is simply defined as thanking the donor for their gift. It is the first step 
in cultivation and should be completed with a sense of urgency immediately when a gift arrives. 
It confirms for the donor that the organization has received their gift and is grateful. This can take 
the form of a letter, a handwritten note, or even a phone call or visit. The form is determined by a 
donor’s giving level; donors at higher giving levels commonly receive more personalized 
communication, due to their giving capacity. The acknowledgement serves as an opportunity to 
continue presenting a consistent message about the organization that ties back to the mission, a 
message that should first be presented when the initial ask for the gift is made. The 
acknowledgement may also include information about initiatives that the gift has supported or 
will support. However, the ultimate purpose of the acknowledgement is to show sincere gratitude 
and let the donor know how much their donation matters. 
Recognition “goes beyond acknowledgement and makes the organization’s gratitude for a 
donor known to others” (Hedrick 2008, 79). An organization can offer its donors different types 
of benefits within its membership structure - consumption-related benefits, recognition benefits, 
and social benefits (Johnson and Ellis 2011). Consumption-related benefits can be considered 
tangible – physical gifts such as a mug or tote bag with the organization’s logo on it, discounted 
or free tickets or admission to the organization, or priority seating or admittance. These tokens 
serve to remind donors of the special relationship they have with the organization (Sargeant and 
Shang 2012) and give them a meaningful gift in appreciation of their support. Recognition 
benefits involve displaying a donor’s name in public, whether that be in print media such as 
programs or newsletters, digital media such as emails or websites, or physical presentation such 
as a display viewable to the public or the opportunity to name a physical space or building. This 
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is an intangible extrinsic reward, where “the individual gains some form of social acceptance, 
status or approval” (Johnson and Grimm 2010, 285). This form of acknowledgement publicly 
establishes a donor’s giving status and can even create healthy competition between constituents 
when they see at what level friends and colleagues have given. Finally, there are social benefits, 
which include invitations to special events. These events serve the purpose of deepening the 
donor’s engagement by connecting them face-to-face with people served by the organization, 
people working with the organization, or other donors and mission supporters. The donor is often 
given exclusive access that a non-donor does not receive. These events can also appeal to those 
donors keen on the social benefits involved – being seen in public at an important event and 
spending time with others who share the same passion for your cause. However, the primary 
purpose of these events is to offer donors an opportunity to connect on a deeper more personal 
level with the organization’s mission. 
Membership programs, also known as giving societies or clubs, “work to increase donor 
loyalty and lifetime donor value because they make your donors feel like part of your team” 
(Garecht 2013, 2). Giving levels are segmented into different amount ranges and benefits are 
assigned to each segment level. It is understood that as a donor increases their giving, they 
receive additional benefits or the benefits increase in value, thus encouraging them to become 
higher level donors. The cost of offering these benefits to a donor must always be carefully 
considered. In order to maximize the organization’s resources – time, staff and money – benefits 
are commonly offered starting at what the organization considers a major gift level. This is the 
level where the organization determines that a gift truly begins to make a significant impact. 
Benefits can also be used to entice a major gift prospect to become a major donor. For example, a 
fundraiser may invite a major gift prospect to attend a special event that they would not have 
access to at their current giving level, in hopes that experiencing the event will entice them to 
give at a higher level, so they may continue to engage with the organization in this deeper way. 
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Stewardship is the final component of donor relations and it is founded on the concept of 
trust. It includes “the honoring of donor intent, prudent investment of gifts, and the effective and 
efficient use of funds to further the mission of the organization” (Hedrick 2008, 180). It is the 
organization’s responsibility to not only be fiscally responsible with donations, but to 
communicate back to the donor that this has occurred, and to share how those donations have 
specifically impacted the organization. Organizations can choose to share positive stories from 
their constituents, photos from successful programs, and statistics and numerical comparisons that 
indicate growth. Seeing the direct result of their gift will build the donor’s trust in the 
organization and inspire them to continue to give, having witnessed the true impact of their 
giving.  
As fundraisers work to create successful donor relations plans for their organizations, 
they must always consider how they can make their donor relationships more personal. In 
addition to segmenting donors by giving amount, some organizations segment by what funds or 
programs donors give to and what it is about the organization that their donors are passionate 
about. Targeted donor relations tactics can reach the donors at the heart of their interest in the 
organization and connect them where they are impacted most. Other organizations choose to 
recognize donors for their loyalty, structuring the reward to focus on consecutive years of giving, 
rather than gift size. The message behind this strategy is that consecutive gifts, no matter the size, 
are crucial to the success of the organization. The more detailed an organization can be with 
segmentation, the more personalized their communication can be with each donor. 
Organizations can connect with their donors by collecting stories and feedback from them 
in order to discover why they give, or what thoughts and opinions they have regarding the 
organization. This lets donors know that they are truly valued partners who have a voice within 
the organization. Donor feedback can be used to improve programs and processes by knowing 
firsthand what donors are seeking from the organization. It is also important that outreach to 
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donors not only come from fundraisers. Visible involvement and communication from 
organizational leaders is essential because it shows donors that everyone within the organization 
is on the same team, with the common goal of supporting and growing the organization’s 
mission. Relationship building should be a priority for the board of trustees and leadership staff 
members. Board members are elected to an organization because they are passionate about the 
mission and are respected in the surrounding community, and they are expected to support the 
organization fiscally. “Recruitment of board members is an ongoing process that requires careful 
thought and constant attention”, as is the cultivation of donors (Hopkins and Friedman 1997, 12). 
Board members are excellent choices to help build relationships with donors because they have 
been a part of the cultivation process and understand personally what it means to have an 
individual relationship with the organization. In addition to the development director, leadership 
staff in a producing theater includes an artistic director, managing director, marketing director, 
and finance or business manager. While each of these staff members should be prepared to 
interact with donors, it is the artistic director who commonly acts as a spokesperson for the 
organization. It is their role to choose programming that fits the mission of the organization while 
also considering their audience and financial capabilities. Their close relationship to the art makes 
them an ideal person to interact personally with the donors and offer them an insider’s 
perspective on that art. 
Acknowledgement, benefit structures, and stewardship are the tools used throughout the 
fundraising industry to execute a quality donor relations plan. These tools are enhanced by 
techniques such as segmentation of the donors and leadership involvement with donor 
engagement. A strategic plan using a combination of these elements should be put in place at 
every nonprofit organization in order to move donors through the various phases of giving, with 
the goal that each donor reach major donor status. I will now present my research regarding the 
relationship building successes and challenges of producing theaters in Philadelphia. 
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Procedures and Limitations 
 
I sought to learn how producing theaters specifically put the concepts and methods of 
donor relations into practice, in order to form a recommendation of best practices. I have a 
personal relationship with the theater community in Philadelphia, so I chose to base my research 
on producing theaters in this area with operating budgets of $3,000,000 or more. These theaters 
have the capacity to hire artists of note, whom donors may be quicker to recognize by name and 
body of work, and have a development staff size of two or more, which is sufficient to 
accommodate a strategic donor relations plan. Each theater owns and operates its own 
performance space, and in some cases, multiple spaces.  
             My research focuses on individual donors. Therefore, it does not cover giving from 
institutions such as businesses, foundations, or government entities. It focuses on yearly annual 
giving and does not include special efforts such as capital or endowment campaigns, or large 
scale fundraising galas. My research does not include techniques for audience development or 
discuss how a producing theater moves single ticket buyers or subscribers to become donors. My 
thesis discovers how current donors to producing theaters become major lifetime donors.  
Based on these parameters, I researched The Wilma Theater, The Walnut Street Theatre, 
People’s Light & Theatre Company, and Arden Theatre Company. My study has been slightly 
limited by the decline of a fifth qualifying organization to participate in the study, Philadelphia 
Theatre Company. I interviewed in person or emailed the development leadership staff of each 
theater with a list of questions regarding their organization’s mission and history, the methods 
incorporated in their donor relations plan, the specific ways they execute those methods, and what 
their successes and challenges are as a result of their donor relations plans (see Appendix A). The 
following is a summary of my findings for each producing theater. 
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THE WILMA THEATER 
 
 
 
 
When asked what he would consider the characteristics of his loyal donors, Iain 
Campbell, Development Director at The Wilma Theater replied simply, “They like the work.” 
Since 1973, this founder-driven, boutique theater company, now located on The Avenue of the 
Arts in downtown Philadelphia, has made it their mission to “engage artists and audiences in 
imaginative reflection on the complexities of contemporary life” (The Wilma Theater). The 
Wilma is the smallest of the theaters in this study, with a budget of $3,000,000, and their building 
consists of one 300-seat theater space. The four mainstage shows they produce yearly are “bold, 
original, well-crafted productions that represent a range of voices, viewpoints, and styles” (The 
Wilma Theater).  They choose a mixture of contemporary and classic plays each season, and 
focus on bringing out the themes and messages in those plays that relate to the modern day lives 
of their audiences. The two member development department’s individual donor cultivation 
strategy mimics the theater’s mission – to deepen the donor’s appreciation of the art they produce, 
and in turn deepen the donor’s support of The Wilma’s mission. 
             These connections are developed through personal communication. While every donor 
receives a thank you letter acknowledging their gift, Iain arranges for an artist or himself to 
personally call any donor who has given a gift of $250 or more. Not only do they thank the donor, 
but they steward them by engaging in conversation with them about the theater’s vision and about 
the initiatives of their Artistic Director, Blanka Ziska. Iain will also make personal phone calls to 
let a donor know when their gift is due for renewal, thus encouraging a culture of loyal giving. 
Donors of $150 and above have exclusive access to a Tumbler webpage where the development 
department posts timely articles about the field of contemporary theater and about projects taking 
place at The Wilma. Finally, Iain creates the opportunity to make personal connections with 
individual donors by choosing a production each season for which he will attend every 
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performance and personally visit each attending donor at their seat and thank them for their gift. 
Each of these methods of communication is deliberately crafted to offer an opportunity for the 
organization to dialogue with the donors about the art being produced on stage. 
The concept of recognition is a secondary notion to The Wilma’s fundraising strategy. 
Although they do choose how they interact with their donors based on the donor’s giving level, 
they do not offer a traditional membership structure with certain defined benefits at each level of 
giving.  Iain is clear that the ultimate reward for their donors is the art itself. Major donors of 
$1,000 and above do have the distinction of being known as the “Premiere Circle”, but the 
benefits of this level are simply “designed to bring members closer to the artists whose work they 
make possible” (The Wilma Theater). Benefits are not advertised, so they can change on a yearly 
basis based on what the theater staff decides is appropriate to coincide with the production 
season. In the past, Premiere Circle members have been invited to opening nights, which include 
a pre-show cocktail reception, and have been offered the opportunity to engage with Wilma 
artists through private salons. They are also offered a program, once during each production, 
called Wilma Uncovered, where Iain personally conducts a backstage tour and a private interview 
with an artists or artists from the production.  While Premiere Circle members are considered 
VIPs and treated with extra care, it is clear from Iain’s information that The Wilma’s strategy is 
to treat each donor with equal value.  
Iain made it clear that the passion of the staff and artists for the theater’s mission needs to 
be conveyed to their donors. Having real conversations about the art and being genuine is the way 
The Wilma chooses to connect to their donors. Their percentage of recurring donors has increased 
to 75% over the last few years, and Iain says it’s because of programming - the shows The Wilma 
has chosen to produce - not the extra perks they occasionally offer to donors. It is simply 
remaining focused on the donors’ love of the art that has made The Wilma successful in 
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developing lifelong relationships with their donors. The donors witness and enjoy the art, talk 
about what it takes to create the art, and are inspired to loyally support the art. 
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THE WALNUT STREET THEATRE 
 
 
 
 
The Walnut Street Theatre is a historical giant. Founded in 1809, it is the oldest theater in 
America, residing at the corner of 9th and Walnut Streets in downtown Philadelphia. In 1982, 
current Artistic Director Bernard Havard made the theater into the producing theater it currently 
is today, with a budget of $14,000,000, producing five productions yearly on both their Mainstage 
and smaller Independence Studio 3 stage, as well as five children’s productions and several 
touring productions. Rebekah “Becky” Sassi, Director of Institutional Advancement, is a shining 
example of loyalty – she has held her role in the four-person advancement department at The 
Walnut for seventeen years. Her department’s goal is for The Walnut’s individual donors to 
develop this same loyalty to the theater. If The Walnut’s subscriber base is any indication, they 
have a loyal pool of patrons to start with; they have a record 18,000 households that subscribe, 
the largest subscriber base of any theater in the world. Out of those households, 7,000 are donors 
and 56% are recurring donors. With a $2,000,000 annual fund goal, a large donor pool is a benefit 
but also a challenge to tailor a donor relations plan that meets the needs of each individual donor. 
Becky strongly believes in connecting person-to-person. While she describes her donors 
as lovers of entertainment, she emphasizes that they are social people who also love to have fun. 
So while they enjoy theater, they come for the overall experience of attending the theater. This 
can include pre-and-post show activities such as dinner, cocktails, backstage tours, and artist 
talkbacks. The focus of these events is on the communal element of attending the theater – 
connecting with others who share the same love of the experience. It is Becky’s goal that people 
give because of the way it makes them feel to come to The Walnut. 
Nurturing this sense of community among donors is done by offering various special 
events and tangible benefits, governed by a detailed membership structure, which refers to 
individual donors as “Angels”. Recognition levels begin at $50 and grow in varied increments, 
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resulting in ten defined levels. As Angels move up through the levels, they are gifted with their 
names listed on the theater website or in the Playbill, access to an exclusive customer service 
hotline for ticket purchases and exchanges, free parking coupons, or swag such as a Walnut Street 
Theatre pill box or cast-autographed poster. However, the benefits that The Walnut puts the most 
emphasis on are the social benefits, which are extensive. 
Social benefits begin at the $200 level, where donors are invited to The Walnut’s yearly 
Angels Party. This takes place at the theater, at the beginning of each season, and includes 
cocktails and the opportunity to take a backstage tour and meet some of the theater’s artists. Out 
of a list of approximately 700 households, Becky says the response to this event usually yields 
50-55 households attending. It is commonly attended by new and different donors each year, so it 
is an important opportunity to offer individualized attention to these donors who are attending a 
special event for the first time. It is used as an initial step to move them up the membership 
ladder. The next milestone event occurs when a donor reaches the $1,000 level and is invited to 
visit The Walnut’s Donor Lounge when they attend the theater. They can access the lounge 
before the show and/or during intermission. The lounge offers complimentary drinks and snacks, 
and the opportunity to socialize with other donors. Becky often stops in to not only connect with 
the donors herself, but to facilitate relationships among the donors, helping to form friendships 
that are rooted in the theater. Higher level donors are invited to the fall fundraising auction and 
opening nights, as well as cast parties, rehearsals, and dinner parties with the board of trustees 
and artistic staff. A common theme is that all of these events take place at The Walnut itself. That 
is how The Walnut comes to feel like home for these donors – it becomes a part of their lives to 
experience everything that a visit to The Walnut entails. The advancement staff creates a home at 
The Walnut for its supporters to love. 
Becky does admit, however, that not all cultivation events are a success. Some donors are 
not interested in coming to the theater outside of their scheduled performance dates, and when 
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they do attend they prefer to see the show and go home. The advancement team worked to 
segment major donor prospects based on their current level of giving and targeted specific 
evenings where there would be a large number of potential major donors in attendance. They held 
a special intermission reception, but the response was low and people did not seem to understand 
why they had been singled out. Upon follow up, they were unable to form relationships with these 
donors and receive an increase in their giving. It seemed these donors were not experienced 
beyond the basics of philanthropy and did not respond favorably to the special attention. 
The relationship between The Walnut and their donors is nurtured from their 
administrative office as well. The Walnut is proud of a 24-hour acknowledgement turnaround 
process from the date the gift was received. Large or increased gifts also receive a thank you 
phone call from Becky, a board member, or President Bernard Havard. Several stewardship 
publications are issued throughout the year, including an exclusive letter twice a year from 
Bernard, tailored by membership level, with the purpose of informing donors of behind the scenes 
happenings. The education department also shares specific stories and successes with donors at 
various times throughout the season.  
The research makes clear that the significant connections between The Walnut and their 
donors are made at home, and that home is The Walnut itself. Donors are considered family, and 
the advancement team strives to foster that family each and every time their donors walk through 
the theater doors. The measure of true success is when a donor embraces that relationship, as the 
majority of donors to The Walnut do. The mission of The Walnut is “to sustain the tradition of 
professional theatre and contribute to its future viability and vitality” (The Walnut Street 
Theatre), and they profess not only to do so by producing quality theater and training theater 
artists, but also by cultivating their audiences and preserving the building itself. The Walnut 
Street Theatre is not just a building, it is a destination; its productions, donors, patrons, and artists 
are all a part of what makes that destination the National Historic Landmark that it is today. 
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PEOPLE’S LIGHT & THEATRE COMPANY 
 
 
 
 
People’s Light & Theatre Company was founded in 1974 on the concepts of community 
and collaboration, and because of this they have several distinctive characteristics. People’s Light 
works with a resident company of actors, who are often cast at least once each season, and are 
well known amongst People’s Light’s patrons and highlighted with biographies on their website. 
This is one way People’s Light fosters a sense of community, both internally and externally. 
People’s Light also happens to be the only theater company of its artistic caliber and budget size 
($5,500,000) in Chester County, a suburb located about 45 minutes outside Philadelphia. They 
are therefore uniquely positioned to reach out to the surrounding community in ways that theaters 
located in the City of Philadelphia are not, where there is more competition in the arts and an 
urban landscape. At People’s Light, community describes the surrounding suburban area as well 
as the people within it. 
Jane Moss, Director of Development, emphasizes that People’s Light’s individual donors 
appreciate the theater’s artistic and outreach contributions to the community, whether they attend 
performances regularly or not. However, most donors do attend regularly and because of this, 
Jane stresses that donor relations is not just a responsibility of the four member development 
staff, but the entire staff – front of house, marketing and subscriptions, artistic leadership, etc. 
Each touch point between a donor and a staff member serves to deepen that sense of community. 
I can assure you of the value of these connections, because I worked as a front of house staff 
member at People’s Light for many years. Donors do recognize staff members by name, and staff 
does so in return and seeks to form a familiar and welcoming connection with them.  
Donors are offered various special opportunities to connect with the work being produced 
on stage. The theatre has a donor membership structure that starts at the $125 level, and each 
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level offers invitations to special events that provide a window into the artwork, the artists, and 
the creative process. Donors can attend the season preview, where Artistic Director Abigail 
Adams gives them a sneak peak at the upcoming season, an invited dress rehearsal for each show, 
where they can view the creative process in progress, or even sit in on the design presentation for 
a show, where the costume and set design concepts are explained. Donors at higher membership 
levels, which begin at $1,000, have more one-on-one access to the artists, such as private dinners 
or invitations to attend opening night. The highest opportunity for a donor to feel a true intimate 
connection to the work is to become a production sponsor. Production sponsors can tailor their 
sponsorship benefits to include name recognition in the program or marketing materials, blocks of 
tickets for a certain performance, a post show reception with the show’s artists, a framed signed 
play poster, or private access to observe rehearsals – all with the purpose of attaching their name 
to a production and directly contributing on a personal level to the creation and success of that 
show. Donors can tailor their support even more specifically to their interests, such as sponsoring 
a show’s costume designs, where they can actually be a part of the work taking place in the 
costume shop. All of these events are intended to enhance the donors’ understanding, enjoyment, 
and feeling of closeness to the art. 
Donors are also encouraged to reach out to the external community; at select levels they 
are offered the opportunity to bring guests to a show or to one of these special events, or given 
ticket vouchers to gift to their friends or family. These benefits are designed to widen the 
People’s Light circle of community and expand potential donor pools, while also cultivating 
current donors. Within their audience base, People’s Light has been conducting focus groups and 
surveys over the past few years as part of a study of intrinsic impact. While this research is more 
broadly focused on ticket buyers rather than donors specifically, the vast majority of their 
individual donors are audience members and are therefore given the opportunity for feedback 
about their experiences. Donors are also offered feedback opportunities during the special events 
   17 
 
mentioned above, as there is always a question and answer portion after each presentation. This 
feedback is always acknowledged gratefully and used to help form organizational choices. 
Feedback, as well as event attendance, is tracked through the theater’s database, so that it may be 
referenced and used in the future. 
Donations are all acknowledged by a letter, and gifts of $500 and above receive a phone 
call. Jane mentions how challenging it becomes year-after-year to reach donors live by phone, 
and fears that this may cause a decline in their renewal success rate. She is considering 
combatting this by having development staff members personally visit donors at their seats during 
a performance. She has witnessed that whenever staff is able to thank donors in person and invite 
them to connect further with the organization, donors are very responsive.  
As for stewardship, the theater has a page of their website entitled Donor Impact, which 
verbally and visually explains the importance of donor support. It illustrates exactly how that 
support benefits the theater and its Arts Discovery education programs, and highlights People’s 
Light’s ability to offer discount tickets to those who can’t afford to attend. The website displays 
engaging photos that illustrate impact and a pie chart that outlines, in the simplest way possible, 
how the majority of the theater’s costs are covered by contributions. Jane mentioned that a goal of 
the development staff is to report impact on a more regular basis, adding these reports as part of 
the donor benefit structure. The theater also recently added a staff member focused on community 
engagement, with whom Jane is working to create opportunities for their donors to be directly 
involved with the theater’s community outreach programs. 
The sense of community that People’s Light is founded on is clearly embraced by 
everyone involved with the theater, and everyone has an important place in that community. 
While a donor’s place is primarily to support the community financially, they also have the 
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unique opportunity to support it with their personal involvement and feedback, therefore directly 
serving as a vital part of the organization’s success and growth. 
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ARDEN THEATRE COMPANY 
 
 
 
 
The mission of the Arden Theatre Company is “to bring to life great stories by great 
storytellers” (Arden Theatre Company). They have a strong story of their own, as a founder-
driven organization that grew from producing in a space shared with The Walnut Street Theatre, 
to owning their own set of buildings that have helped revitalize the economy in their Old City 
Philadelphia neighborhood. They currently have a budget size of $5,000,000 and produce five 
mainstage and two children’s theater productions a year, many of which are world and regional 
premieres. The Arden has a drama school for children ages 2-18 taught by theater professionals 
who can often be seen on stage in an Arden production. Two of the original founders, husband 
and wife Terry Nolan and Amy Murphy, still run the theater today as Producing Artistic Director 
and Managing Director, respectively. Their goal is to make everyone who crosses the threshold 
into the Arden a true part of the theater’s story. The development department of three, headed by 
Manager of Individual Giving Genevieve Goldstein, especially strives to make this connection 
with their individual donors.  
The Arden connects on a personal level with their donors in a number of ways. Every 
donation receives a thank you letter signed by the leadership staff, or a phone call from founder 
Terry Nolan for gifts of $1,000 or more. Donors are also publicly thanked and recognized through 
name lists in the production stagebills and on the theater’s website, and through lobby signage 
during performances. On a show-by-show basis, the development staff may decide to leave a 
thank you note or small gift on a donor’s seat for them to find when they arrive at a performance. 
The notes will also include “insider” information about the current production, such as details 
about unusual props in the show or of a playwright’s edits to the script. These gestures of 
appreciation are part of the Arden’s strategy to move donors towards higher levels of giving. 
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Additional opportunities for recognition are available to donors, such as production sponsorship, 
or the chance to name a seat or public space in the theater (for example, the F. Otto Haas Stage is 
the Arden’s larger performance space). All of these touch points and gestures of thanks are 
intended to not only show donors that the Arden is grateful for each donation, but to make the 
donor an integral part of their story. 
Stewardship is essential to the Arden’s donor relations plan. The “Arden Friends” email 
is sent to donors monthly and includes stories from the rehearsal room, biographies of other 
donors, and reports on impact. The Arden offers Arden for All, “a needs-based theatre access 
program that provides 5,000 tickets and show-related books to underserved students” (Arden 
Theatre Company). Donors may volunteer as ushers at an Arden For All performance and interact 
with the students, giving donors the dual opportunity to assist directly with a production and 
witness firsthand the impact of this program on the children attending.  
The Arden’s membership program starts at the $1,000 level, where donors are invited to 
become members of “The Sylvan Society”. These donors are invited to become an especially 
significant part of the Arden’s storytelling, described as “the metaphorical roots that keep the 
Arden grounded and stable, and the branches that help it thrive and grow” (Arden Theatre 
Company). Giving at this level offers a collection of benefits intended to give donors insider 
access to the Arden’s artistic work and build a deeper awareness of the impact of their support. 
Sylvan Society donors have a private phone line to call, operated by the development department, 
for all ticketing needs, including free performance date exchanges. They are invited as special 
guests to attend all opening nights, which are not open to the general public, and can arrange a 
backstage tour for one show each season. Finally, The Sylvan Society has special members-only 
events, including play readings, opening night pre-show parties held at Old City restaurants or 
galleries, intimate gatherings attended by artistic staff and cast members, and even opportunities 
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to learn theater craft, such as stage combat. These opportunities allow the donor to have a direct 
relationship with the art and the artists.  
Of the Arden’s donors, 81.8% are recurring donors and a number of these have recently 
returned from being lapsed. Genevieve credits this return to the opportunities donors are offered 
to connect on a deeper level with the art. While the development office does not have a specific 
forum for donor feedback, the feedback that they and the leadership staff have received has been 
overwhelmingly positive about their engagement opportunities. The Arden not only acts as 
storyteller to their donors, but invites them to become a part of the story too. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
 
How do large producing theaters in Philadelphia use donor relations to form long-term 
committed relationships with their donors? They use donor relations to continually connect the 
donor to the organization’s mission by offering donors the opportunity to engage directly with the 
art. When they acknowledge their donors, they not only thank them, but they talk about the 
theater’s mission with them. They thank their donors for recognizing the importance of their work 
and provide updates and stories about that work. When they steward their donors, they show them 
the impact their gifts have had on the theater’s mission. They tell their donors what they were 
able to accomplish because of their donations. When they recognize their donors, they offer them 
the opportunity to engage directly with the theater’s mission. They invite their donors to be a 
direct witness to the creative process, to experience the theater in new and exciting ways, and to 
be a part of their community. Major donor relationships in producing theaters are formed through 
donor engagement. 
The Wilma Theater and Arden Theatre Company both find success in choosing 
cultivation strategies that always focus on their mission. They use tools that keep the donors 
engaged with the quality theater they produce. They go the extra mile to make sure donors are 
receiving personal attention, such as when the staff makes personal visits to the donors at their 
seats during a performance. The Arden incorporates a community-oriented approach to their 
donor outreach, as does People’s Light. These theaters offer opportunities for their donors to be 
involved with projects that make a positive impact on the theater’s surrounding community. They 
treat their donors as team members of the organization. These theaters, as well as The Walnut 
Street Theatre, offer membership programs with enticing benefits for the donors that give them 
direct access to the theater’s work. The benefits that engage their donors most are those with a 
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social focus, so that donors can not only interact with the art but with fellow donors who have the 
same passion for the organization’s mission. The Walnut goes one step further and creates an 
entire personal experience around attending the theater that starts the moment you walk through 
the building’s doors. While each of these four producing theaters thrives on slightly different 
methodology, their focus on engagement is what builds their donor relationships successfully. 
The research points to several best practices that can be used by producing theater 
organizations.  
1. Deliberately craft opportunities for your donors to engage with your mission, and vary 
those opportunities so that donors have choices based on what appeals to them most 
about the art.  
2. Use these opportunities to connect with your donors on a personal level while you have 
their attention. These moments are made for reminding donors about the importance of 
your mission and of their support.  
3. Utilize the expertise of your leadership and artistic staff who can engage with donors 
directly about the creative process of producing a show and about what is happening 
currently in that process.  
4. Be in direct contact with your donors as much as possible and let them know that their 
feedback matters, their donations matter, they matter. 
The more engaged donors are with your organization, the more inclined they will be to 
continue to give. Producing theaters have personal access to both the art and the donors. Utilizing 
every opportunity to connect the two will result in the lifetime commitment of your donors. 
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APPENDEX A – INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR THEATERS 
 
 
 
 
Thesis Questions for Theaters 
 
1. Please fill in the following numbers to the best of your ability – estimates are acceptable. 
 - budget size 
 - annual fund goal 
 - average gift amount 
 - average # of gifts received per week 
 - # of donors yearly 
 - % of donors who are recurring 
 - % of ticket buyers/subscribers who are donors 
 
2. Donor relations is defined as “the comprehensive effort of any non-profit that seeks 
philanthropic support to ensure that donors experience high-quality interactions with the 
organization that foster long-term engagement and investment.” What would you consider the 
characteristics of your loyal donors? 
3. The three facets of donor relations include acknowledgement, recognition and stewardship. 
How do you acknowledge your donors? Do you do so differently for different levels of giving? 
4. Recognition can be divided into several types of benefits: 
 Consumption related benefits (tangible gifts of “swag”, discounts on tickets, priority 
seating, etc.) 
 Recognition benefits (display of a donors name and giving level in print such as lists, 
naming ops, etc.) 
 Social benefits (special events such as salons, receptions, etc.) 
Please outline in detail what types of benefits your organization offers, and the strategy 
behind them. If you use a membership program structure, please describe this as well. (Feel 
free to send me supplemental materials such as brochures so that you don’t need to type out 
all the details!) If you have a membership program, what strategies do you employ to move 
donors up through the levels? Also, specifically for social benefits – how do you track 
attendance and how do you obtain donor feedback after the event? If you obtain feedback, 
how do you then put that to use? 
5. Stewardship involves communicating to donors how their gifts impacted the organization. How 
do you communicate this to your donors, and how often? 
6. In theater we have a unique opportunity to engage patrons through the stories we tell on stage. 
Do use specifically use your organization’s art to connect to donors – for example, designing 
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donor events based around a certain show’s themes, or asking for specific production-focused 
gifts, etc? How do you connect with donors through your education programs? 
7. In what ways do you segment your donors, and how do you apple donor relations to those 
segments? 
8. Do you provide your donors with a voice, giving the opportunities to give your organization 
feedback? Please describe how and how this has benefitted your organization. 
9. Is there anything you have done to try and engage donors that hasn’t worked, and why? 
10. If you had unlimited resources and staff, what would you love to do to improve your donor 
relations? 
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